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EFFECTIVE OVERSIGHT: THE 
CHALLENGE TO MODERN GOVERNMENTS 

I am pleased to be with you today and to have the 

opportunity to address this seminar of senior governmen tal 

oversight officials. 

troller General of the United States, Mr. Elmer Staats, who-- 

I bring you greetings from the Comp-L, 
L 

because of other commitments--was unable to accept this 

invitation himself. Mr. Staats commends the officials of 

this great country who are taking a leadership role in govern- 

ment oversight. 

You are to be commended for your efforts to create a 

national consciousness of the need for control and oversight 

of public income and expenditures. In the fast-moving world 

of today-with the future expected to be even more complex-- 

the challenge to modern governments to effectively oversee 

the vast responsibility of public income and expenditure is 

enormous. This is something that has concerned the United 

States General Accounting Office, which the Comptroller General 

heads, since its formation in 1921. 

I note that a primary focus of this seminar is financial 

Oversight. 

*is well as some other areas, I would like to present some 

Before addressing our Office's work in this, 
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brief background and a bit of history that will put in better 

perspective our organization and the environment in which 

the General Accounting Office staff work, 

Basic to an understanding of the role of the Comptroller 

General of the United States is to first recognize that ours 

is a government with constitutional separation of powers 

among the legislative, judicial, and executive branches. 

Simply stated, the legislative branch--headed by our House 

of Representatives and the Senate of the Congress--formulates 

the laws of our land. The.executive branch--headed by the 

President of the United States--administers the laws. The 

judicial branch--headed by the Chief Justice of the United 

States--interprets the constitutionality of laws passed by 

the Congress and tries cases where Federal laws are involved. 

I 

The General Accounting Office is an independent agency 

within the legislative branch of the Government. It plays 

an important part in the oversight by the legislature of 

the manner in which the chief executive, our President, 

carries out his responsibilities under the Constitution. 

We are described as being “independent” because of several 

attributes which were assigned to the position of Comptroller 

General. Although he is appointed by the President, and 
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confirmed by the Senate, he cannot be removed by the President. 

He can be removed only by the Congress, and then only for 

cause or by impeachment--an attribute-which he shares in 

coxnon with appointees to our judiciary. In its nearly 60 

years of history, no Comptroller General.has been so removed 

nor have any e f f o r t s  ever beenattemptedtodo so. While the 

Comptroller General reportsto andis accountabletothe Congress, 

he has been given w i d e  discretion to audit and evaluate vir- 

tually all programs of the executive branch and, with certain 

limitation, the operations of the Congress and the judiciary. 

z In establishing the positlion of Comptroller General in 
i 

1921, the Congress attempted to create the General Accounting 

Office as a nonpolitical and nonpartisan body. With the 

exception of the Deputy Comptroller General, who also is 

appointed by the President and confirmed by the Senate, the 

Comptroller General appoints all other staff on a career 

merit basis. 

The Comptroller General has the longest term appointment 

in our government--15 years--and cannot be reappointed. 

he retires on f u l l  salary. 

And 

These provisionswere intended 

to create a setting in which the Comptroller General would 

have no motivation and, in the eyes of a l l  concerned, would 
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have no appearanceofamot iva t ion , tousehisof f ice inanymanner  

whichcouldbeconstruedaspoliticalincharacter. l emphas ize th is  

point  because, i n  the f i n a l  analysis--except f o r  i l l e g a l  expenditures-- 

theComptroller General has v i r t u a l l y  no powers t o  d i r ec t  that  

a l l  recommended act ions be taken as a r e s u l t  of h i s  aud i t s .  

H e  can develop t h e  f a c t s ,  he can make h i s  f indings avai lable  

t o  the Congress and the  publ ic ,  and he can hope t o  persuade. 

But t h e  Comptroller General's effect iveness  rests heavi ly  

upon h i s  reputat ion for  f a i rnes s ,  h i s  ob jec t iv i ty ,  h i s  

c r e d i b i l i t y ,  and h i s  persuasiveness. This reputat ion for  

ob jec t iv i ty  is perhaps the  g rea t e s t  reason our audi t s  are 

respected and have led t o  major changes i n  f inanc ia l  o r  pro- 

gram management and even overa l l  program direct ion.  

L e t  me now turn t o  a descr ipt ion of how our Off ice  has 

found the  need t o  evolve from one with a r a the r  l i m i t e d  

focus of our dut ies  t o  one with a very broad perspect ive of 

a s s i s t i n g  the Congress i n  i t s  oversight r e spons ib i l i t i e s .  

The p r inc ipa l  funct ions vested i n  the General Accounting 

Office by i t s  enabling leg is la t ion- - the  1921 Budget and 

Accounting Ac t- -inc luded : 

0 invest igat ing a l l  matters r e l a t i n g  t o  the r ece ip t ,  

disbursement, and appl icat ion of public funds; 
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0 making' l e g i s l a t i v e  recommendations f o r  grea te r  

economy and ef f ic iency  i n  public expenditures; 

making invest igat ions and reports  ordered by Congress; 0 

0 rendering advance decisions on the  l e g a l i t y  of pro- 

posed expenditures; 

s e t t l i n g  and adjust ing a l l  claims and demands by or  
_. 

against  the  Government; and, 

0 prescr ibing accounting forms, systems, and procedures. 

The development o f  the General Accounting Off ice  i n  i t s  

formative years w a s  i n  many ways consis tent  with the a t t i t u d e s  

I of the  times. The improvement of government was very near ly  

synonymous with more e f f ec t ive  control  t o  assure  t h a t  what 

w a s  done w a s  i n  exact accordance with the  i n t e n t  of the  

l e g i s l a t u r e .  This meant detai led l a w s  and i t e m s  i n  appropria- 

t i o n  b i l l s  and checking every f inanc ia l  t ransact ion t o  the  

l a s t  penny and the  l a s t ' l e t t e r  of the  l a w .  It meant too 

t h a t  l i k e  s i t ua t ions  and questions be handled i n  similar 

ways wherever they might arise; and t h i s  required a s ing le  

c e n t r a l  au thor i ty  to i n t e r p r e t  the  l a w s  and prescr ibe the 

rules-- that  i s ,  s tandardizat ion and cent ra l iza t ion .  

Economy and ef f ic iency  had been the  watchwords of t he  

movement which gave b i r t h  t o  the organizat ion,  and they 

'a . 
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were repeatedly invoked over the  years by the Comptrollers 

General and their supporters in Congress. 

of the General Accounting Office was on legal compliance, 

The early focus 

not on the economy, efficiency or effectiveness of govern- 

mental operations. And the stance of the Office--like that 

. of other auditing and investigative organizations--tilted 

heavily to the negative. Its search was for mistakes, mis- 

interpretations, and misdeeds. As you might imagine, this 

attitude did little to foster a cooperative atmosphere between 

the executive and legislative branches to improve federal 

financial management. 

A significant development in the Federal Government’s 

financial system was marked when the Government Corporation 

Control Act was signed in 1945. By 1945, principally due 

to World War 11, the number of corporations wholly owned or 

with mixed ownership, had grown to more than.lOO. 

provided that all financial stathents of all Government 

The Act 

corporations should be audited by the General Accounting 

Office. However--and this was a major change in how we 

conducted our examinations--instead of having the accounts 

and vouchers sent to the General Accounting Office building 

for central audit, the staff were sent to the locations 

at which t h e  records were kept for a full-blown “Balance t 

Sheet” audit. And, instead of limiting the ir  concern to 
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a legalistic view of the vouchers and contracts, the staff 

began t o  report on needed management improvements and to 

examine how programs were implemented. 

About the same time,another major change in General 

Accounting Office responsibilities was added by the Legisla- 

tive Reorganization Act of 1946, which authorized the Comp- 

troller General to analyze each agency's expenditures, and 

provide sufficient information to enable Congress to determine 

whether public funds had been economically and efficiently 

administered. 

Unquestionably the most sweeping change to impact on our 

Office was the Budget and Accounting Procedures Act of 1950. 

When President Truman signed iton September 12, 1950, he 

. . .the most important legislation enacted pronounced it: ' 1  

by the Congress in the budget and accounting field since the 

Budget and Accounting Act, 1921, was passed almost thirty 

years ago. 

L 

I t  - 

The overall purpose of this legislation was to make 

Federal program administrators--and not some other party 

like the General Accounting Office--take on the responsibility 

for seeing that budget and accounting systems were adequate 

i.2 control public monies. No longer would the General Account- 

ing OfCice be checking every voucher but was charged with *. 
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prescr ibing the  accounting pr inc ip les  and standards f o r  the 

agency's systems. The Comptroller General would then, i n  deter- 

miningthe auditingprocedures andthe extentof voucher-checking, 

"give due regard t o  general ly  accepted pr inc ip les  of audi t ing,  

including consideration of the effect iveness  of accounting 

organizations and systems, i n t e rna l  audi t  and control .  . . 11 

The r o l e  o f  the General Accounting Office was changed 

because evidence w a s  mounting that--even though expenditures 

may wel l  have been legal--agencies i n  the executive branch 

were not  administering the  public monies i n  an e f f i c i e n t  and 

economic a1 manner. the  General Accounting Off i c e  

was now charged with t h i s  broader audi t  focus f o r  v i r t u a l l y  

all Government a c t i v i t i e s ;  corporations as wel l  as agencies. 

These th ree  laws--passed i n  1945, 1946, and 1950-- 

had a s ign i f i can t  impact on the  types of people t h a t  t he  

Geacral Accounting Off ice  employed. Previously--because 

of  i t s  l e g a l i s t i c  approach--most employees had l ega l  back- 

grounds. Now, however, a d i f f e ren t  kind of s t a f f  was needed. 

To meet t h i s  challenge, the Off ice  sought ou t  and hired a 

l a rge  number of s k i l l e d  and experienced people from the  

private accounting firms; most were c e r t i f i e d  publ ic  account- 

ants. As our mission changed, so d i d  the  type of people w e  

needed t o  have. 
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Over the next decade or so,less and less effort was 

directed to the centralized checking of financial transactions 

until it virtually vanished from the scene. More and more 

reliance was placed upon the Federal agencies in developing 

and operating their own accounting sysC.ems, including the 

internal auditing of transactions. The total staff of the 

General Accounting Office declined, but the professional 

staff of accountants steadily rose until they comprised a 

majority of the total staff. 

There were, however, significant shifts in emphasis 

More attention was in the accounting and auditing work. 

given to developing and prescribing standards for agency 

accounting systems and reviewing those in place and approving 

or disapproving them. 

The term "comprehensive auditing" had been introduced 

i n t o  the General Accounting Office after World War I1 to 

distinguish the kinds of general, on-site, auditing from the 

older voucher-checking conducted in its central office. 

But, in fact, few audits met the dictionary definition of 

11 comprehensive", that is , "covering completely or broadly; 

inclusive. Over time the "comprehensive audits" became 

increasingly pinpointed on individual problem areas with 

repor t s  designed to correct some specific irregularity, 
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extravagance, o r  waste i n  expenditures. During these years 

our audits focused increasingly on eff ic iency and economy of 

agency operations with declining emphasis upon repor t s  s t r i c t l y  

focused on f inanc ia l  accuracy and adequacy of accounts and 

accounting techniques. They d e a l t  more with: was the re  r e a l l y  

a need fo r  the  things and services  purchased; were the  pr ices  

reasonable; were the  resources used ef fec t ive ly- - i . e . ,  the  

effect iveness  of management i n  general .  

During t h i s  per iod,  audi t s  i n  only a few cases extended 

t o  an assessment of program resu l t s - -a  portent  of things t o  

come. Thus, even as the dominance of accountants i n  the  GAO 

s t a f f  grew, the nature  of the work grew fur ther  and fu r the r  

outs ide the  accustomed dut ies  of t h a t  profession. 

To appreciate  the next  major change i n  GAO requires  a l i t t l e  

p o l i t i c a l  backdrop. T i m e s  w e r e  changing; t he  pace of l i f e  w a s  

accelerat ing.  

sevent ies  w i l l  no doubt be remembered as a period of g rea t  

turbulence i n  the  United States. A t  i t s  beginning--with a 

strong push from President Lyndon Johnson's Great Society-- 

w a s  the passage of much new l e g i s l a t i o n  i n  f i e l d s  of education, 

hea l th ,  welfare, a d  the environment, c i v i l  r i g h t s ,  housing, 

t ranspor ta t ion ,  urban development, and others .  A t  t h e  same time 

therewas agrowinginvolvement i n  an increasinglyunpopularwar. 

The years between the mid-s ix t ies  and the  mid- 
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Under Republican President Richard M. Nixon, conflicts with Con- 

gress--controlled by the Democrats throughout those years-- 

grew more and more bitter, with- regard both to Vietnam and to 

h i s  efforts to reduce or abandon certain domestic programs and 

thgir attendant expenditures. Even before the culminating con- 
, 

frontation about Watergate, Congress was taking steps to 

gain--or regain--authority and initiative over the govern- 

ment's activities . 
The various inquiries that preceded and followed President 

Nixon's resignation made it clear that Congress had not been 

very effective in its oversight role. 

strengthen its capacity in this regard. 

So it took steps to 

One of these steps 

was to evidence its growing concern about the effectiveness 

of the various programs it had established and funded not 

only in terms of managerial efficiency, but also of results 

measured against congressional intent. This  was a response 

to widespread criticisms that many of the new undertakings 

of President Johnson were not achieving their goals. Con- 

gressional leaders and many of the legislative committees 

were soon requiring program evaluation as a part of some 

substantive legiklation. Further, it was directing the 

General Accounting Office to get into the act on behalf of 

Congress. 

enacted. 

L 

And, new legislation impacting on the Office was 
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The 1970 Legis la t ive Reorganization Act w a s  designed 

t o  provide the Congress with b e t t e r  and more comprehensive 

information on which t o  base i t s  decisionrnaking processes. 

The Act required the Treasury Department and the Office of 

Management and Budget (which i s  pa r t  of the Executive Off ice  

'5.8 

L? 

of  the  President)  t o  cooperate with the General Accounting 

Off ice  i n  developing a standardized information and d a t a  

processing system for  budgetary and f i s c a l  data. Up t o  t h i s  

t i m e  Congress was a t  t he  mercy of the executive branch i n  

ge t t i ng  information and it  .was usual ly  not  consis tent  and 

d i d  not  m e e t  congressionalneeds.  

sure  i t s  own needs were considered i n  developing the system-- 

wrote i n  a r o l e  for the  Comptroller General. 

And the Congress--to make 

This l a w  a l s o  

emphasized the  desires of the  Congress f o r  t h e  General Account- 

ing Office t o  expand i t s  e f f o r t s  i n  the  area of program 

evaluat ion.  ' F ina l ly ,  the  A c t  required department and agency 

heads t o  advise  the Senate and House Committees on Government 

(J Operations and Appropriations of the act ions taken on recom- 
c 

mendations made'in General Accounting Office repor t s .  This 

l as t  point  i s  important because it means t h a t ,  as Congress 

considers  requests  f o r  appropriat ions,  i t  can pursue with 
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these officials any GAO recommendations which have not been 

implemented. 

to our bite. 

You might think of it as adding some teeth 

The Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act 

of '1974 further expanded GAO'S role. 

the final legislative step to date in the General Accounting 

Office's move from a purely financial auditing organization 

The 1974 Act represents 

(voucher-checking) to one a l s o  concerned with the effective- 

- ness of programs to receive as well as disburse public funds. 

The law states: 

"The Comptroller General shall review and analyze the 
results of Government programs and activities carried 
on under existing law,.*** when ordered by either 
House of Congress, or upon his own initiative, or 
when requested by any committee of the House of 
Representatives or the Senate, ***I' 

To meet the challenge of this latest responsibility, 

GAO has recruited staff with backgrounds other than account- 

ing--statistics, economics, operations research, medicine, 

computers, etc. In fact, about half of our 4,200 profes- 

sional staff have backgrounds in fields other than account- 

ing. A l s o ,  consultants and experts and other highly skilled 

specialists are employed as specific tasks and circumstances 
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After hearing about the General Accounting Office’s 

increasingly varied responsibilities, you may wonder how 

much truly financial auditing we now do. In fact, we are 

still very much involved in many aspects of financial manage- 

ment. Our work in this area ranges from audits of financial 

statements to promulgation of accounting standards and review 

and approval of Federal agency accounting systems. In fact, 

during 1978 the General Accounting Office issued 40 reports 

on Government corporations and agency financial statements. 

And, during this year we will evaluate the designs of 

approximately 50 accounting systems as well as provide I 
consultative service on other systems which are under develop- 

ment or are being redesigned. 

The criteria for developing accounting systems are 

expressed in the General Accounting Office Policy and Pro- 

cedilres Manual for Guidance of Federal Agencies. To encourage 

wider use of the material expressed in this manual we have 

also published it in pamphlet form. We find this a good 

way to disseminate information. 

We recently published, for example, a booklet entitled 

Mamgers - Your Accounting System Can Do a Lot for You ” I I  

’it is designed to show managers how their accounting systems 

can help them: 
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--plan and control  agency operations,  

--decide the  bes t  ways t o  use resources t o  achieve 

goals 

--keep within appropriations and other  l e g a l  require-  

ments, 

--safeguard agency resources ,  and 

--evaluate accomplishments. 

Some of our other  publ icat ions d e a l  with topics  of 

i n t e r e s t  to  State and loca l  government f inanc ia l  managers. 

In 1972, w e  published "Standards f o r  A u d i t  o f  Governmental 

Organizations, Programs Act iv i t i e s  and Functions ,I' which 

contained audi t ing standards which could be a p p l i e d  t o  a l l  

leve ls  of government i n  the  United States.  

Besides these r o l e s ,  our Office has issued t o  the Con- 

gress  during the  p a s t  year a large number of repor t s  on 

f inanc ia l  matters. A f e w  i l l u s t r a t i o n s :  

New methods needed f o r  checking payments made 

by computers 

The Fede ra l  Government I s bill paying performance 

i s  good but  should be b e t t e r  

0 



- 16 - 

0 The Department of Defense's continued f a i l u r e  t o  

charge fo r  using Government-owned plant and 

equipment for  Foreign M i l i t a r y  Sales costs millions 

Import  duties and taxes: improved col lect ion,  

accounting, and cost  management needed 

The General Accounting Office a l s o  publishes guidelines 

and case studies on specific topics. For example, a l l  of 

you are aware of  the automated data processing explosion 

i n  the p a s t  decade. Our Office--as well as other public 

and pr ivate  sector auditing groups--has been faced with the 

need t o  be able t o  audit  computer systems; ye t ,  many s t a f f  

have l i t t l e ,  i f  any, formal training i n  t h i s  area. While 

w e  provide some training for our auditors and have hired 

many computer spec ia l i s t s ,  the sphere of those needing 

exposure t o  t h i s  area i s  qui te  broad. Thus we published an 

audit  guideline fo r  assessing controls of a computer system. 

There i s  a constant need to keep our professional s t a f f  

abreast  of the l a t e s t  s t a t e  of the  art--whether i n  computers 

o r  i n  energy issues. That i s  the cha-llenge. 

One f i n a l  note on f inancial  oversight. Something which 

has always been a concern of General Accounting Office 

auditors,  but which has recently received considerable 

a t tent ion i n  Congress and the executive branch, i s  fraud 
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and waste i n  government programs. A report  which the General 

Accounting Office issued las t  F a l l  (Federal Agencies Can and 

Should Do More To Combat Fraud I n  Government Programs, 

GGD-78-62) indicated t h a t  t he  Government's f inanc ia l  assist-  

ance programs a re  vulnerable t a rge t s  of..fraud and re la ted  

white-col lar  crimes. I n  f a c t ,  it i s  possible  t h a t  the  t o t a l  

l o s s  t o  the  taxpayer could be as high as $25 b i l l i o n  per 

year. 

organizat ion could combat i t .  

Given the  magnitude of t h e  problem, no one person or  

The "war on fraud," as it 

has  been dubbed, i s  being fought on many f ron t s .  

t Late i n  1978 t h e  Congress enacted and President Carter 
i 

signed a l a w  which establ ished an Office of Inspector General 

i n  12 Federal agencies. The Inspectors General and t h e i r  

s t a f f s  have a grea t  d e a l  of autonomy within t h e i r  agencies 

t o  pursue instances of f raud,  mismanagement,error and t h e f t .  

I n  addi t ion,  they are charged with devising ways t o  prevent 

such crimes. 

The General Accounting Off ice  has stepped up i t s  own 

e f f o r t s  t o  combat fraud by establ ishing a Special Task Force 

f o r  -the Prevention of Fraud. W e  have al located subs tan t ia l  

staff resources over the  next two f i s c a l  years t o  carry out 

t he  t a sk  force work. 

group are to :  

The major r e spons ib i l i t i e s  of t h i s  
! 
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--evaluate - the  a-dequacy of t he  management control  

systems i n  Federalagenccies t h a t  a r e  necessary f o r  

the  prevention of f raud,  and 

--assess the adequacy of the follow-up cor rec t ive  

act ions taken on repor t s  of  audi tors  and inves t iga tors .  - .  

One e f f o r t  of the  task force has been the establishment 

of a telephone %hotline," a t o l l - f r e e  number avai lable  t o  

anyone. We have received l i t e r a l l y  thousands of c a l l s  

s ince we  implemented the  "hotline" i n  January 1979. Of the 

approximately 5,000 a l lega t ions  which w e  have been able  to  

write up and code f o r  computer ana lys i s ,  about 60 percent 

appear t o  warrant invest igat ion o r  a u d i t .  We categorized 

about 39 percent as mismanagement and 6 1  percent as in ten t iona l  

wrongdoing. After  determining whether an a l l ega t ion  t r u l y  

represents  wrongdoing, t h e  General Accounting Off ice  Task 

Force turns  over t he  information t o  the  J u s t i c e  Department 

o r  t h e  appropriate  agency Inspector General. 

While the  e f f o r t s  of t h e  General Accounting Off ice ,  the  

Inspectors  General a n d  other  executive agency audi t  groups 

w i l l  help decrease fraud and waste, i n  my opinion, t he  bes t  

Inspector  General system, the  bes t  audi t ,  t he  bes t  inves t iga t -  

i n g  system t h a t  can be devised w i l l  be of l i t t l e  use i f  
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-. management does not  become an ac t ive  par tner  i n  the process 

o r  f a i l s  t o  use the  necessary controls .  

Thus, prevention i s  our Off ice 's  top p r i o r i t y  i n  the 

f i g h t  against  fraud. By taking the  leader a t  the  na t iona l  

l e v e l  w e  hope t o  prevent fraud, abuse, and waste from occurring 

i n  the  f i r s t  place;  i t ' s  b e t t e r  than coming along later t o  

clean up the mistakes. Our work concentrates on ident i fying 

and ge t t i ng  agencies t o  cor rec t  i n t e rna l  control  weaknesses 

t3at  permit  fraud t o  occur. When systems have been p rope r ly  

developed and a r e  functioning as planned, t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

f o r  f raud,  t h e f t ,  or  e r r o r . i s  g rea t ly  diminished. Where 

the systems do not  e x i s t ,  o r  are not  being used properly,  

the opportuni t ies  t o  defraud the Government and the  possibi-  

l i t i e s  of e r ro r  increase dramatically.  

I could spend more time on the  s t r i c t l y  f inanc ia l  

aspects  of our work, but I think it impor tan t  t o  discuss 

nore about our ove ra l l  r o l e  and s h e  of zhe other  things we  do. 
. .  

As w a s  obvious from the  discussion of the  evolut ion.of  

our Off ice 's  h i s to ry ,  our work is  la rge ly  concerned with 

assessing the  economy and eff ic iency with which programs 

are managed o r  the effect iveness  of various programs and 

a c t i v i t i e s .  Managers general ly  need feedback on whether they 

are e f fec t ive  i n  achieving establ ished goals and whether 

they are e f f i c i e n t  and economical i n  using resources.  Un- 

for tunately,  f i nanc ia l  information by itself does no t  meet 
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- the government manager's needs completely. True, the govern- 

ment manager needs to know what costs are and whether they 

have stayed within the budget. Yet knowing this, the manager 

still will be missing a significant part of the information 

needed if it is still unclear whether the program or activity 

is achieving the non-monetary goals for which management is 

responsible. If he is charged with housing the poor, finan- 

cial information showing what was spent and that costs are 

l ow will. only be of limited use; the program manager also 

needs to know what impact these expenditures have had in 

providing the needed housing. It isn't worth much if all of 

the costs are properly accounted for, and within approved 

limits, but nothing has changed to improve the housing 

situation. 

We believe that the execution of an oversight role of 

any program must look beyond the accounting records. And 

oversight committees of the Congress of the United States 

increasingly ask the General Accounting Office for such 

evaluations. 

in 1978 follow: 

Some examples from reports issued by our Office 

0 The Sunnner Feeding Program for Children: Reforms 
Begun, Many More Urgently Needed. 

Making Future Transportation Decisions: Intermodal 
Planning Needed. 

o Greater Coordination and a More Effective Policy 
Needed for International Telecommunications Facilities. 
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Reevaluation Needed of Educational Assistance for 
Institutionalized Neglected or Delinquent Children. 

e Questionable Need for Some Department of Labor 
Training Programs. 

e Deep Ocean Mining: Actions Needed to Make it Happen. 

e Home Health: The Need for a National Policy to 
Better Provide for the Elderly. 

In increasing its efforts in the program evaluation 

area, the General Accounting Office has confronted several 

hurdles. A basic one is the lack of a clear definition of 

program evaluation. Some groups prefer terms such as: 

effectiveness auditing; value for money; program results; 

cost effectiveness studies; etc. And each has its own small 
i 

nuances. 

program evaluation as studies of programs which are effective- 

ness-oriented. - 
outcomes--what has been, is being, or should be accomplished 

through existing Federal programs and activities in relation 

to objectives established-by Congress through statute or 

Within the General Accounting Office we define 

They address and are mainly concerned with 

by agencies through implementing regulations or procedures. 

In such evaluations, the staff seeks to demonstrate that a 

program either. is or is not  accomplishing what it's supposed 

to be accomplishing. 

programs has (or should have) future policy implications--but 

Obviously any evaluation of existing 
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the main objective of program evaluation studies i s  t o  examine 

the operation and outcomes of ongoing programs. 

But having a working def ini t ion of program evaluation 

does n o t  a l l e v i a t e  problems associated with performing it .  

Evaluators of ten encounter diff icul tFes  i n  attempting 

t o  ident i fy  c r i t e r i a  for  evaluation. This, i n  p a r t ,  r e su l t s  

from a lack of agreement on program objectives a n d  on the 

types of information needed t o  ver i fy  program performance. 

Different committees of the Congress, agency o f f i c i a l s ,  

S ta te  and local  o f f i c i a l s ,  program personnel, i n t e re s t  groups, 

e tc . ,  may have d i f fe ren t  be l ie fs  about what a program i s  

and should be doing, and what data i s  suf f ic ien t  f o r  proving 

program success." Evaluators a re  faced with a dilemma 

when 

It  

- - legis la t ive in t en t  and s ta ted program goals 

are vague, appear t o  conf l ic t  with each other ,  

appear t o  be "symbolic" ra ther  than real, o r  

have not  been translated in to  operational terms 

by the agency; and 
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- - there  appears t o  be disagreement among the  Members 

of  Congress, congressional committees, executive 

agency o f f i c i a l s ,  and/or State and loca l  o f f i c i a l s  

over what t he  program i s  intended t o  accomplish 

and what indicators  should be used t o  measure program 

performance and program "problems. " 

Without a c l ea r  de f in i t i on  of the object ives  of a pro- 

gram, oversight can become an argument rather than a meaning- 

ful look a t  what has happened. It i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  obtain 

consensus on many i ssues  i n  our Congress but  some of t he  

forward-looking l e g i s l a t o r s  are challenging members t o  s p e l l  
\ 

out  program object ives .  There's a saying tha t :  "If you 

don ' t  know where you're going, any road w i l l  ge t  you there ."  

This has appl icat ion fo r  programs which do not t e l l  the  

manager what he i s  expected t o  accomplish. When a program 

manager knows t h e  purpose t o  be served then--and only then-- 

can he begin t o  c o l l e c t  information t o  help him measure progress. 

F ina l ly ,  i f  the program manager is for tunate  enough t o  

have c r i t e r i a  on which t o  make a program assessment and obtains  

meaningful data t o  measure r e s u l t s ,  t he re  i s  t h e  f i n a l  prob- 

lem of having no assurance t h a t  anyone w i l l  a c t  upon t h e  

r e s u l t s  of  an evaluation. I n  f a c t ,  those running a program 

'r. -* na tu ra l ly  have a vested i n t e r e s t  i n  i ts  operation and are 
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often reluctant to admit that it might not be operating at 

an optimum level or accomplishing the goals it was designed 

to achieve. The only way to assure that program managers 

will make appropriate changes based on results of evaluations 

is to have an active oversight mechanism in place to hold 

the responsible parties accountable. 

While the preceding discussion on the problems of program 

evaluation may seem discouraging, I prefer to regard it as a 

challenge to us and to other governments. Progress has been 

good despite the problems I’ve laid out. 

There is a growing sense in our nation--and I believe 

in others--that government must be accountable to the people; 

we can only do this if our oversight mechanisms can report 

to the people that programs are continually being examined 

to deliver maximum benefits for the least cost. 

sponsoring this Conference, the Mexican legislature has made 

it clear they not only accept the challenge but are willing 

to assume a leadership role. 

By 




